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AUTOMATICALLY GENERATING GRAPHICAL USER INTERFACE 
ELEMENTS AT A CLIENT SYSTEM ACCORDING TO A CURRENT 
CONFIGURATION MODEL 

RELATED APPLICATIONS 

This application claims the benefit under 35 U.S.C. § 119(e) of U.S. 
Provisional Application Nos. 60/300,240 and 60/300,276, both filed June 22, 2001. 

This application is related to co-pending U.S. Application Nos. 09/551,899 

filed April 19, 2000; 09/948,500 filed September 6, 2001; and 10/ , filed 

February 28, 2002 (Attorney Docket 02043 1 .0968). 

TECHNICAL FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates generally to web-based communications, such as might 
occur over the Internet in connection with an electronic commerce transaction, and 
more particularly to automatically generating graphical user interface (GUI) elements 
at a client system according to a current configuration model. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

As the Internet continues to grow increasingly important, increasing amounts 
of information and functionality are available to Internet users through web pages 
generated using GUIs. For example, within an electronic commerce environment, a 
product configuration GUI may generate various GUI elements for display on one or 
more web pages to a user configuring a product. The GUI elements displayed to a 
user on a web page may depend on an underlying product configuration model that 
models applicable configuration rules and on the state of the configuration when the 
web page is generated. For example, if a user is configuring a particular make and 
model of automobile, a first web page may allow the user to select either a coupe or a 
sedan body style using radio buttons. Based on selection of the coupe body style, a 
second web page may be generated according to product configuration model and the 
current configuration state (i.e. coupe body style selected), allowing the user to select 
either a regular, a sport, or a premium trim line using a drop-down list box. Based on 
the selection of the regular trim line, a third web page may be generated according to 
the product configuration model and the current configuration state (i.e. coupe body 
style and regular trim line selected), allowing the user to select zero or more options 
available with the coupe body style and regular trim line using a series of check box 
elements. In developing the product configuration GUI, a developer may determine 
which type of GUI element to use in connection with a configuration choice based on 
the number of alternatives available to the user. For example, if only two alternatives 
are available, radio buttons may be most desirable, but if three or more alternatives 
are available, a drop-down list box may be most desirable. In prior systems, if the 
underlying configuration model is changed to reflect a real-world change such as 
unavailability of the sport trim line, a maintainer of the associated website would be 
required to manually change the configuration GUI such that the alternatives for trim 
line (now reduced from three to two) are presented to future users using radio buttons 
instead of a drop-down list box. This may increase costs associated with maintaining 
the website, delay implementation of changes to the configuration GUI, and decrease 
user satisfaction due to display of inappropriate GUI elements. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

According to the present invention, problems and disadvantages associated 
with prior techniques for generating GUI elements based on a configuration model 
may be reduced or eliminated. 
5 In one aspect of the present invention, a system for automatically generating a 

GUI element at a client system according to a current configuration model includes 
one or more software components generated at a server system for communication to 
a client system in connection with a configuration workflow. When loaded at the 
client system, the one or more software components include data reflecting the current 

10 configuration model. When loaded at the client system, the one or more software 
components also include one or more parameters specifying the GUI element that will 
be appropriate for a configuration choice depending on the current configuration 
model as reflected in the data. When executed at the client system, the one or more 
software components automatically determine, according to the data reflecting the 

15 current configuration model, a configuration choice for which an appropriate GUI 
element needs to be drawn for display to a user associated with the client system in 
connection with the configuration workflow. The one or more software components 
also automatically draw, according to the one or more parameters, the GUI element 
that is appropriate for the determined configuration choice. 

20 Certain embodiments of the present invention may provide one or more 

technical advantages. For example, certain embodiments may allow appropriate GUI 
elements to be generated automatically at runtime ("on the fly") on the client side 
according to a current applicable configuration model. Changes to the configuration 
model may therefore be reflected automatically in the GUI elements displayed to a 

25 user during a configuration workflow. Thus, if the configuration model is changed to 
reflect a real-world change (such as the unavailability of the sport trim line in the 
previous example), a maintainer of the website or other person would not be required 
to manually change a configuration GUI (such that alternatives for trim line in the 
previous example would be presented to future users using radio buttons instead of a 

30 drop-down list box). Certain embodiments may thus decrease the costs associated 
with maintaining the website, speed implementation of configuration GUI changes, 
and increase user satisfaction through the display of more appropriate GUI elements. 
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Techniques incorporating one or more of these or other technical advantages may be 
well suited for certain electronic commerce environments, such as those associated 
with electronic marketplaces or other Internet websites at which products may be 
configured for purchase. Certain embodiments may provide some, all, or none of 
these technical advantages. One or more other technical advantages may be readily 
apparent to those skilled in the art from the figures, descriptions, and claims included 
herein. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

To provide a more complete understanding of the present invention and 
features and advantages thereof, reference is made to the following description in 
conjunction with the accompanying drawings, in which: 

FIGURE 1 illustrates an example system for automatically generating GUI 
elements at a client system according to a current configuration model; 

FIGURE 2 illustrates an example product configuration model; 

FIGURE 3 illustrates an example web page including frames supporting the 
automatic generation of GUI elements at a client system according to a current 
configuration model; and 

FIGURE 4 illustrates an example method for automatically generating GUI 
elements at a client system according to a current configuration model. 
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DESCRIPTION OF EXAMPLE EMBODIMENTS 

FIGURE 1 illustrates an example system 10 that incorporates connectors to 
allow GUI elements to be automatically updated at a client system according to an 
updated state of a configuration, which may be a product configuration in certain 
5 embodiments. System 10 includes one or more client systems 12 and one or more 
server systems 14 coupled using a network 16. Client system 12 may be any system 
that accesses web pages 18 containing product configuration content associated with 
server system 14 according to input from one or more associated users. Server system 
14 may be associated with one or more websites, electronic marketplaces, or any 

10 other systems providing web pages 18 containing product configuration content to 
one or more client systems 12. Client system 12 and server system 14 each operate 
on one or more computers at one or more locations. Each computer may include one 
or more suitable input devices, output devices, processors and associated memory, 
mass storage media, communications interfaces, and any other components that may 

15 be appropriate according to operation of system 10. Network 16 may include one or 
more local area networks (LANs), metropolitan area networks (MANs), wide area 
networks (WANs), portions of the global computer network known as the Internet, or 
any other appropriate wireline, optical, wireless, or other links. 

Client system 12 includes a web browser 20 that receives web pages 18 from 

20 server system 14, displays viewable frames of web pages 18 to one or more users of 
client system 12, supports "hidden" or other unviewable portions of web pages 18, 
and executes code associated with web pages 18 as appropriate during operation of 
system 10. Server system 14 includes components suitable to generate, render, and 
communicate web pages 18 containing product configuration content from the server 

25 system 14 to client system 12, in the form of Hypertext Markup Language (HTML) 
pages, Extensible Markup Language (XML) pages, or in any other appropriate web- 
based format. Although web pages 1 8 are primarily described, the present invention 
contemplates any suitable page, file, document, or other data representation. Where 
appropriate, reference to a web page 18 is intended to encompass all suitable data 

30 representations and should not be construed to limit the scope of the invention to a 
particular data representation. Furthermore, reference to web page 1 8 or a viewable 
frame of a web page 18 is intended, where appropriate, to include the displayed image 
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of web page 18 (in a browser window of client system 12 for example) in addition to 
underlying HTML, XML, or other code used in generating the displayed image of 
web page 18. 

Components of server system 14 may include a web server 22, an application 
5 server, 24, a configuration engine 26, and a configuration database 28. In general, 
web server 22 receives Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP) or other requests from 
client system 12, recognizes these requests as requests for a GUI rendering engine 30 
of application server 24, and communicates the requests to application server 24. In 
one embodiment, application server 24 includes a JRun application server and GUI 

10 rendering engine 30 includes a Java servlet executing within a Java Virtual Machine 
(JVM). Upon receiving a Java servlet request from web server 22, indicating that the 
request is intended for GUI rendering engine 30, application server 24 invokes GUI 
rendering engine 30 accordingly. GUI rendering engine 30 may have one or more 
associated plug-in process modules 32, written in Java or other appropriate code, used 

15 to control and execute various configuration workflow tasks. For example, one or 
more process modules 32 may request configuration data from configuration engine 
34 based on the request from client system 12. In one embodiment, configuration 
engine 26 includes a C++ server and an appropriate configuration engine application 
program interface (API) 34 is needed to translate between process modules 32 (Java 

20 code) and the configuration engine 26 (C++ code). Configuration engine API 34 and 
configuration engine 26 may communicate using Common Object Request Broker 
Architecture (CORBA) or in any other appropriate manner. 

In response to a request for configuration data from a process module 32 
through configuration engine API 34, configuration engine 26 accesses configuration 

25 database 28 and returns the requested configuration data to the requesting process 
module 32 through configuration engine API 34. The returned configuration data 
may represent the current state of the configuration with respect to an underlying 
product configuration model, described more fully below with reference to FIGURE 
2. Based on the returned configuration data, GUI rendering engine 30 determines the 

30 web page content to be generated, rendered, and returned to client system 12, GUI 
rendering engine 30 communicates this web page content to web server 22, and web 
server 22 communicates this web page content to client system 12 in the form of an 
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HTTP or other response. In this manner, user input indicating a desire to initiate a 
configuration workflow may be communicated to server system 14 and configuration 
data reflecting an initial state of the configuration returned to client system 12. In the 
same manner, user input in configuring a product during the configuration workflow, 
5 such as selecting one of a number of available alternatives in connection with some 
configuration choice, may be communicated to server system 14 and configuration 
data reflecting the updated state of the configuration returned to client system 12. In 
either case, data reflecting the current state of the configuration is returned to client 
system 12. Although product configuration is primarily described, those skilled in the 

10 art will appreciate that the present invention is similarly applicable to any appropriate 
configuration workflow. 

FIGURE 2 illustrates a portion of an example product configuration model 40 
contained in configuration database 28. Configuration database 28 may contain one 
or more product configuration models 40, for example, one for each product that may 

15 be configured using a client system 12. Configuration model 40 may be defined 
manually using one or more software tools or in any other manner. Configuration 
model 40 models configuration rules that may apply to the corresponding product, 
specifying relationships between various configuration elements 42 that a user may 
select in configuring the product. For example, for the automobile in the previous 

20 example, such elements 42 may include body styles, trim lines, options, or any other 
suitable elements 42. Configuration model 40 may also include any other suitable 
information that may be relevant to a configuration workflow for the corresponding 
product. For example, configuration model 40 may specify acceptable values for 
properties of elements 42, macros to be executed during a configuration workflow in 

25 association with certain elements 42, or any other suitable information. 

The relationships between configuration elements 42 in configuration model 
40 may include OR relationships, which specify that only one of multiple elements 42 
can be selected (e.g., either a coupe or a sedan body style for a particular make and 
model of automobile), and AND relationships, which specify that zero or more of 

30 multiple elements 42 can be selected (e.g., a list of available options for a coupe body 
style and a regular trim line). Where configuration model 40 is in the form of a multi- 
level hierarchical tree data structure as shown in FIGURE 2, each element 42 may 
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represent a node within the data structure and may have an associated branch 44 
emanating from its node. Branches 44 corresponding to OR relationships may be 
referred to as OR branches 44a and branches 44 corresponding to AND relationships 
may be referred to as AND branches 44b. Elements 42 in configuration model 40 
5 may be arranged in any number of levels 46, each generally corresponding to a set of 
one or more branches 44. For example, in the illustrated example, an OR branch 44a 
corresponding to selection of either a coupe or a sedan body style may be at a first 
level 46a, an OR branch 44a corresponding to selection of either a regular, sport, or 
premium trim line for the coupe body style may be at a second level 46b, and an AND 

10 branch 44b corresponding to selection of zero or more available options for the coupe 
body style and regular trim line may be at a third level 46c. Although particular 
elements 42, branches 44, and levels 46 are illustrated and described as examples in 
connection with example configuration model 40, any suitable configuration model 
40 may be created according to particular needs. 

15 The current state of the product configuration may include any information 

relating to configuration model 40, including the elements 42 the user has selected 
thus far in configuring the product and any other information describing how those 
selected elements 42 correspond to the structure of configuration model 40 and to one 
or more other, possibly non-selected, elements 42 in configuration model 40. For 

20 example, the configuration state may include such information as which elements 42 
the user selected at the current or previous levels 46, the order in which elements 42 
were selected, the nodes to which selected elements 42 correspond, branches 44 in 
which selected elements 42 reside, whether branches 44 containing selected elements 
42 are OR branches 44a or AND branches 44b, the number of elements 42 within a 

25 branch 44 containing a selected element 42, the current level 46, which branches 44 
correspond to the current level 46, how many elements 42 are nodes on each branch 
44 at the current level 46, whether each branch 44 at the current level 46 is an OR 
branch 44a or an AND branch 44b, the number of elements 42 in each branch 44 at 
the current level 46, or any other information describing the current configuration 

30 state with respect to configuration model 40. 

FIGURE 3 illustrates an example web page 18 including frames supporting 
the use of connectors to automatically update GUI elements at a client system 12 
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according to a current state of a configuration, which may be a product configuration 
in certain embodiments. Web page 18 includes one or more viewable configuration 
dialog frames 50 that each contain one or more GUI elements 52 that correspond to 
selections to be made in configuring a product. GUI elements 52 may include text 
5 labels 52a, input controls such as radio buttons 52b and drop-down list boxes 52c, and 
check boxes 52d as shown in FIGURE 3, or any other suitable GUI elements 52, such 
as text fields, text areas, or images. Configuration dialog frame 50 may include one 
or more dynamic HTML (DHTML) layers, each of which may be associated with one 
or more GUI elements 52 such that a change to a DHTML layer may affect all GUI 
10 elements 52 associated with that DHTML layer. 
u Web page 18 includes one or more "hidden" or otherwise non-viewable frames 

2 that support the communication of user input between client system 12 and server 

CO system 14 and, among certain other operations, automatic generation of GUI elements 

Zj 52 at client system 12 according to configuration model 40, automatic updating of 

15 GUI elements 52 at client system 12 according to an updated configuration state, or 
S3 both. Hidden frames of web page 1 8 may include a configuration API frame 54 and a 

51 configuration data frame 56. Although frames are primarily described, the present 

invention contemplates any viewable or non- viewable components executing on client 
p system 12 in connection with web page 18 to provide the described functionality. In a 

20 particular embodiment, frames of web page 18 may be JavaServer Pages (JSPs) that 
include JavaScript code to be executed when appropriate. For example, JavaScript 
code may be associated with each GUI element 52 in configuration dialog frame 50, 
such that user input with respect to a GUI element 52 causes the associated JavaScript 
code to be executed. JavaScript code executing within one frame may call a 
25 JavaScript function in another frame to communicate with the other frame and cause 
the other frame to perform appropriate operations. 

In one embodiment, hidden configuration API frame 54 of web page 18 is 
constructed at application server 24 so as to include appropriate configuration data 
from configuration database 28 and one or more JavaScript or other API functions 
30 that operate on that configuration data. Being hidden from view of a user of client 
system 12, configuration API frame 54 may operate without the knowledge of the 
user. Configuration API frame 54 may include one or more connectors 58 that are 
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each generated at client system 12 to provide an active link, on the client side within 
configuration API frame 54, between a particular property associated with a particular 
configuration element 42 in configuration model 40 (such as the name, description, 
state, price, or visibility of the configuration element 42) and a particular target GUI 
5 element 52 in configuration dialog frame 50. Such connectors 58 may be used in 
connection with text labels 52a, input controls such as radio buttons 52b or drop-down 
list boxes 52c, and check boxes 52d as shown in FIGURE 3, or any other suitable 
GUI elements 52, such as text fields, text areas, or images. As described above, each 
GUI element 52 may be associated with a DHTML layer of configuration dialog 

10 frame 50 and one or more GUI elements 52 may be associated with the same DHTML 
layer. Other connectors 58 may be generated at client system 12 to provide an active 
link, on the client side within configuration API frame 54, between other elements. 
For example, a connector 58 might provide a link between an HTML layer content 
GUI element 52 and a JavaScript or other function, between an HTML layer property 

15 GUI element 52 and a JavaScript or other function, or between a JavaScript or other 
function and a callback to refresh or otherwise update the state of the configuration by 
communicating user input to server system 14 and receiving an updated state of the 
configuration from server system 14 in response. 

Configuration data representing the current state of the product configuration 

20 may be maintained on the client side in configuration API frame 54 and, in response 
to a change in configuration state based on user input, connectors 58 may allow the 
change to be reflected in one or more GUI elements 52 automatically and without 
redrawing configuration dialog frame 50 in its entirety. In one embodiment, when a 
user makes a configuration selection in connection with a GUI element 52, one or 

25 more connectors 58 stored within configuration API frame 54 and each providing an 
active link between an aspect of the GUI element 52 (e.g., HTML layer content or an 
HTML layer property) and a JavaScript or other target function within configuration 
API frame 54 may be used to automatically call the target functions to indicate the 
user selection. In response, a connector 58 stored within configuration API frame 54 

30 and linking the called function to a callback may be used to automatically refresh or 
otherwise update the current state of the configuration by communicating the user 
selection to server system 14 and receiving configuration data reflecting the updated 
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configuration state from server system 14 in response. When configuration data 
reflecting the updated configuration state is received from server system 14, one or 
more connectors 58 stored within configuration API frame 54 and each linking a 
property of a configuration element 42 to a target GUI element 52 may be used to 
5 automatically update the one or more target GUI elements 52 to reflect the change. 
Although several types of connectors 58 are described, certain embodiments of the 
present invention may include only certain types of connectors 58. For example, the 
present invention contemplates configuration API frame 54 including connectors 58 
linking GUI elements 52 to properties of configuration elements 42 whether or not 

10 other types of connectors 58 are supported. 

According to the use of connectors 58 linking GUI elements 52 to properties 
of configuration elements 42, any GUI elements 52 not affected by the configuration 
state change need not be updated. This may reduce consumed bandwidth since only 
the information needed to update web page 18 must be communicated over network 

15 16, may decrease flickering or blank displays since web browser 20 may redraw only 
the portion of configuration dialog frame 50 to be updated rather than in its entirety, 
may allow the user to continue viewing the same portion of configuration dialog 
frame 50 (which may be much longer than the browser window) without scrolling 
down from the top of an entirely new configuration dialog frame 50 after providing 

20 input, may reduce delay for any of the preceding reasons, and may provide one or 
more other benefits over implementations in which a viewable frame must be 
generated at server system 14, communicated to client system 12, and redrawn in its 
entirety to reflect configuration state changes. Connectors 58 in configuration API 
frame 54 may allow web page 18 to remain current with respect to even a complex 

25 configuration state without requiring an updated configuration state to be coded in a 
static web page at server system 14 and communicated with the static web page in its 
entirety to client system 12. 

After a GUI element 52 is initially generated, the JavaScript code associated 
with GUI element 52 may call one or more JavaScript API functions of configuration 

30 API frame 54 to create in configuration API frame 54 one or more connectors 58, for 
example, between GUI element 52 and one or more properties of one or more related 
configuration elements 42, one connector 58 for each property. Configuration API 
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frame 54 may include a separate JavaScript API function for each type of connector 
58 that may be created, such that the JavaScript code associated with a GUI element 
52 may call a different JavaScript API function depending on the type of connector 58 
that is to be created. Once created, a connector 58 preferably remains active until the 
5 connector 58 is removed, for example, after its target GUI element 52 is replaced with 
another GUI element 52 (e.g., due to a change in configuration model 40) or after the 
product has been fully configured and configuration dialog frame 50 is closed. In one 
embodiment, configuration dialog frame 50 may be a JSP created manually when 
configuration model 40 is manually defined. In this case, JavaScript code associated 

10 with GUI elements 52 that calls JavaScript API functions within configuration API 
frame 54 to create connectors 58 may be included in the JSP when the JSP is 
originally generated at application server 24. Alternatively, and more preferably, the 
calling JavaScript code associated with GUI elements 52 is generated automatically at 
runtime on the client side within web browser 20. 

15 For example, where functionality for automatically generating GUI elements 

52 at runtime is not provided, JavaScript code in configuration dialog frame 50 may 
use the following code to call a JavaScript API function in configuration API frame 
54 to create a connector 58 linking a name property of a "TMP511" configuration 
element 42 to a text label GUI element 52 (in a document.Dialog.SystemTypeLabel 

20 DHTML layer) for a "System Type" configuration choice: 



function initQ 
{ 

//Make sure API is ready 
25 if(checkAPIReady() = = true) 

{ 

//Add one or more connectors here 

var dialogName = "Customer Needs Analysis"; 

connectToBoxNameAsLayer(dialogName, ["Dialog", "SystemTypeLabel"] , "TUP 5 11", 
30 "<span class='ConfigLabel t >?</span> "); 
} 

else 

{ 

//Wait specified time and check again 
35 wait (5 00) 
} 

} 
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As additional examples, the following additional code in configuration dialog 
frame 50 may be used to create multiple connectors 58: (1) linking a name property 
of a "TMP439" configuration element 42 to a text label GUI element 52 (within a 
document.Dialog.SystemTypel DHTML layer) for a "System Type 1" selection, (2) 
5 linking a state property (e.g., selected or unselected) of the "TMP439" configuration 
element 42 to a radio button GUI element 52 (in the document.Dialog.SystemTypel 
layer) for the "System Type 1" selection, and (3) also linking the state property of the 
"TMP439" configuration element 42 to the document.Dialog.SystemTypel layer to 
allow the layer (including its label and radio button) can be hidden according to the 
1 0 state of the "TMP439" configuration element 42: 

« connectToBoxNameAsLayer(dialogName, ["Dialog", "SystemTypel", "SystemTypel Label"], 

fl "TMP439", "<span class- ConfigLabeV>?</spari>"); 

Q1 connectToBoxStateAsInput(dialogName, ["Dialog", "SystemTypel", "SystemTypelForm", 

m 15 "SystemTypeRadioButtonl"],null,"TMP439"); 

SI connectToBoxStateAsLayer(dialogName, ["Dialog", "SystemTypel"], "TMP439"); 

3 As another example, instead of the last connector 58 set forth above (to hide the layer 

?J based on the state property of configuration element 42), another connector 58 may be 

Hi 20 created to link a visibility property (e.g., hidden or not hidden) of the configuration 

03 

O element 42 to the layer to allow the layer (including its label and radio button) can be 

hidden according to the visibility of the configuration element 42: 

connectToBoxVisibilityAsLayer(dialogName, ["Dialog", "SystemTypel"], "TMP439"); 

25 

Analogous or different connectors 58 may be created for each configuration 
choice (e.g., trim line) and each available selection (e.g., regular, sport, or premium) 
associated with configuration dialog frame 50. Although example code is provided 
for purposes of illustration, those skilled in the art will appreciate that any suitable 
30 code in any suitable programming language may be used according to the particular 
implementation. 

In one embodiment, for increased flexibility, a format string may be included 
as a parameter in code used to create a connector 58 linking a GUI element 52 to a 
configuration element property. For example, consider the example code 
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connectToBoxNameAsLayerfdialogName, ["Dialog", "SysternTypeLabel"] ', "TMP511", 
"<span class='ConfigLaber>?</span>") 

5 linking a DHTML layer GUI element 52 (which may include one or more other GUI 
elements 52 such as text labels 52a, radio buttons 52b, drop-down list boxes 52c, 
check boxes 52d and the like) to a name property of the "TMP51 1" configuration 
element 42. hi this code, the parameter "<span class^ConfigLabeV>?</span> " may be 
included to allow for formatting in connection with the DHTML layer GUI element 
10 52 for this connector 58, in this case formatting associated with the way the name is 
ut displayed. 

Q Instead or in addition to one or more parameters, such a format string may 

f !S S 

m include JavaScript or other code, as in this example: 

Ql 15 connectToBoxNameAsLayer(dialogName, ["Dialog", "TractionButton2", 

H "TractionButton2Label"], "TMP539", "eval(\"(getBoxObjectByCode 

* ('TMP539 , ).getState()==DISABLE \\ getBoxObjectByCode( , TMP539 , ).getState() 

O ==RELATION_DISABLE)?'<p class=ConfigDisabled>?</p>':'<p 

W class=ConfigEnabled>?</p> '\ ") "); 

W 20 

p In this case, the format string allows the updated configuration state to be determined 

— in response to user input associated with the DHTML layer GUI element 52 and, if 

appropriate, a different HTML class to be used in displaying the name depending on 
whether the name property for the "TMP539" configuration element 42 is enabled or 
25 disabled in configuration model 40. In one embodiment, any information associated 
with any configuration element 42 specified in a format string of the type described 
above can be obtained and used. 

In certain embodiments, instead of or in addition to connectors 58 of the type 
set forth above, which each link a GUI element 52 to a property of a configuration 
30 element 42, certain other types of connectors 58 may be created in configuration API 
frame 54 to link an HTML layer content GUI element 52 to a JavaScript or other 
function (e.g., connectContentToFunctiori), created to link an HTML layer property 
GUI element 52 to such a function (e.g., connectPropertyToFunction), or created to 
link such a function to a callback to update the configuration state by communicating 
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user input to server system 14 and receiving an updated state of the configuration 
from server system 14 in response (e.g., connectCallbackToRefresh). Determining 
the updated configuration state in response to a configuration selection may require 
use of such connectors 58 in these embodiments, although as described above other 
5 embodiments may lack such connectors 58 or lack any connectors 58. 

To provide an example where functionality for automatically generating GUI 
elements 52 at runtime is provided, the following JavaScript code in configuration 
dialog frame 50 may be used to call one or more JavaScript API functions within 
configuration API frame 50 to create a connector 58 that renders a text label GUI 
10 element 52a: 



* When called, Init method makes connections between HTML elements and configurator 
1 5 API to enable dynamic content from configurator to this page. 
V 
%> 

function initQ 
{ 

20 //Make sure API is ready 

if(checkAPIReady() == true) 

f 

//Show first page 
setPage(O); 

25 C onnectCallbackToRefresh("AutoUICallback", "autorefreshQ "); 

} 

else 

{ 

//Wait specified time and check again 
30 wait (500); 
} 

} 



<% 
35 /* 

* Creates a connector that renders a label 

* @param string boxCode 

* @param line Line index 

* @param level box level in tree 
40 * @param uri box URI 

V 
%> 

function renderLabel(boxCode, line, level, uri) 
{ 

45 //description 
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var style = "<span class^'ConfigLabel^ <a href=T onMouseOver='showDescription 
(\W""+boxCode+"\\\"); ' > ?</a></span> "; 
//No description 

//var style = "<span class='ConfigLabel'>?</span>"; 
5 //If URI exists use it instead of code 
if(uri!=null&&uri!= "") 

{ 

boxCode— uri; 

} 

1 0 writeHtmlToLabel(" ", line, level); 

connectToBoxNameAsLayer("AutoUI", ["uiLayer" ,("Line"+line)] , boxCode, style); 

} 

The following additional example code may be used to create a connector 58 
15 that renders a radio button GUI element 52b and writes it to an associated DHTML 
layer: 

<% 
/* 

20 * Creates a connector that renders a radio button and writes that to layer 

* @param string boxCode 

* @param string Radio Group 

* @param line Line index 

* @param level box level in tree 
25 * @param uri box URI 

*/ 
%> 

function renderRadiobutton(boxCode, group, line, level, uri) 
{ 

3 0 //If URI exists use it instead of code 
if(uri!=null&&uri!= "") 

{ 

boxCode~uri; 

35 J 1 var radiobutton = "<form name=\ "radiobuttonform "Mine; 

radiobutton += "V id^Vradiobuttonform^Mine^V^; 

radiobutton += "<input class=\"Configradiobutton\" type=\"radio\" 
name= \ "radiobutton "+line; 

radiobutton + = "\ " id= \ "radiobutton "Hine+ "\ " value= \ ""+boxCode+ "\ " 
40 onClick=\"handleClick(thisMdioGroups["+group+ "]); \ "> "; 

radiobutton += "</form>"; 

writeHtml(radiobutton f line, level); 

if (RadioGroups [group] ==null) 

{ 

45 rgroup=new ArrayQ; 

RadioGroups [group] =r group; 

} 

iff isBrowserIE4Q) 
50 X r r group [r group, length] = ' 'document, allradiobutton' r +line; 
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; 

if(isBrowserNS4Q) 
{ 

r group [rgroup. length] = 
5 "documentMiLayerJocumentMne"+line+'\document.radiobM 

+line; 

} 

if(isBrowserNS6()) 

10 rgroup [rgroup. length] = document.getElementById('radiobutton'+line); 

I 

//alert(radiobutton); 

connectToBoxNameAsLayer("AutoUI", ["uiLayer" ,("buttonlabel"+line)] \ boxCode, 
"<span class- ConfigRadioButton > ?</span> "); 
15 connectToBoxStateAsLayerC'AutoUI", ["uiLayer" ,(" Line" +line)], boxCode); 

connectToBoxStateAsLnputCAutoUF, ["uiLayer" , ("Line" Mine) ,("radiobuttonform"+line) 
} ("radiobutton"+line)] , null boxCode); 
} 

20 The following additional example code may be used to create a connector 58 

that renders a drop-down list box GUI element 52c and writes it to an associated 
DHTML layer: 

<% 
25 /* 

* Creates a connector that renders a drop-down list and writes that to layer 

* @param Array boxCodes 

* @param line Line index 

* @param level box level in tree 
30 * @param uris Array of box URIs 

V 
%> 

function renderSingleSelectList(boxCodes, line, level, uris) 

3 5 ^ //If URI array exists use it instead of code array 
if (uris ! =null& &uris. I ength > 0) 
{ 

boxCodes^uris; 

} 

40 

var functions = new Array (boxCodes. length); 

var listbox^ "<form name= \ "listform "+line+ "\ " id= \ "listform "+line+ "\ "> "; 
listbox +="<select class=\"ConfigComboBox\" ID=\ " list "+ line +"\" width=\"200\" 
name=\ "list ,tJ rline+ "\ " size=\ "1 \ " onChange= \ "handleClick(this, null); \ "> "; 
45 for(var i=0;i<boxCodes.length;i++) 
{ 

functions [i] = "getNameQ "; 
listbox J r="<option></option> "; 

} 

50 listbox +="</select></form> "; 
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writeHtml(listbox, line, level); 

buildSelectBox("AutoUr, ["uiLayer" , ("Line "Mine), ("listform "+line) 
, ("list "Mine) ], boxCodes, functions); 
5 connectToBoxStateAsInputCAutoUI", ["uiLayer" ,("Line" Mine), ("listform" Mine) 

,("list"+line)J, null, null); 
//Hide listbox if no selectable items in it 

connectToBoxStatesAsLayer("AutoUI", ["uiLayer" ,("Line" Mine), ("listform" Mine) 
, ("list "Mine)], boxCodes); 

10 

; 

The following additional example code may be used to create a connector 58 
that renders a check box GUI element 52d and writes it to an associated DHTML 
15 layer: 

<% 
/* 

* Creates a connector that renders a check box and writes that to layer 
20 * @param string boxCode 

* @param line Line index 

* @param level box level in tree 

* @param uri box URI 
*/ 

25 %> 

function renderCheckbox(boxCode, line, level, uri) 
{ 

//If URI exists use it instead of code 
if(uri!=null&&uri!= "") 
30 { 

boxCode=uri; 

\ar checkbox- '<form name=\"checkboxform"Mine; 
checkbox += "\" id=\"checkboxform"Mine+"\">"; 
35 checkbox += "<input class=\"ConfigCheckBox\" type=\"checkbox\" 
name= \ "checkbox "Mine; 

checkbox += "\" id=\" checkbox" MineM'X" valued" "MjoxCodeM'V 
onClick= \ "handleClick(this, null); \ "> "; 
checkbox += "</form>"; 
40 writeHtml(checkbox, line, level); 

C onnectToBoxNameAsLayer("AutoUI", ["uiLayer" ,("buttonlabel" Mine)] , boxCode, 
"<span class='ConfigCheckBox r >?</span> "); 
connectToBoxStateAsLayer("AutoUI", ["uiLayer" ,(" Line" Mine)], boxCode); 
connectToBoxStateAsInput("Auto UI", ["uiLayer " 
45 , ("Line "Mine), ("checkboxfbrm "Mine), ("checkbox" Mine)], null, boxCode); 

} 
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Analogous or different connectors 58 may be created for each type of GUI 
element 52 that may be associated with a configuration dialog frame 50. Although 
example code is provided for purposes of illustration, those skilled in the art will 
appreciate that any suitable code in any suitable programming language may be used 
5 according to the particular implementation. 

In one embodiment, GUI elements 52 displayed in configuration dialog frame 
50 are generated automatically at runtime using JavaScript code or other logic within 
configuration API frame 54, for example, in response to the user indicating a desire to 
initiate a workflow to configure a product. This may allow GUI elements 52 that are 
10 to be displayed to the user in connection with the initiated workflow to be modified 
M: automatically according to changes in the underlying configuration model 40, such 

that displayed GUI elements 52 reflect the current configuration model 40, without 
J;J;f requiring a maintainer of an associated website to manually change a configuration 

Si GUI to reflect these changes. JavaScript code in configuration dialog frame 50 may 

£7 15 allow configuration dialog frame 50 to draw (e.g., upon initiation of the workflow or 

!L changes to configuration model 40 during the workflow) all or a part of itself within 

ftj web browser 20. For example, such code may draw one or more GUI elements 52 

£ after receiving information from configuration API frame 54 as to the configuration 

O choices for which GUI elements 52 need to be drawn according to the current 

fli 

20 configuration model 40. In one embodiment, JavaScript code within configuration 
dialog frame 50 calls a JavaScript API function in configuration API frame 54, the 
called JavaScript API function accesses configuration data stored in configuration 
API frame 54 reflecting the current configuration model 40, and the called JavaScript 
API function returns the desired information in the form of a callback to the calling 

25 JavaScript code. It may be desirable in certain embodiments to allow functionality for 
automatically generating GUI elements 52 to be enabled or disabled according to 
particular needs, for example, by modifying the called JavaScript API function in 
configuration API frame 54. 

If the frameset associated with web page 18 includes multiple configuration 

30 dialog frames 50 (e.g., each representing a different subdialog for a different portion 
of the configuration), such that the user can switch between these open configuration 
dialog frames 50 in configuring the product, the GUI elements 52 displayed in one 
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configuration dialog frame 50 may be automatically modified to reflect user input 
with respect to GUI elements 52 in any other configuration dialog frame 50. For 
example, within a single browser window, the user might view a first configuration 
dialog frame 50 along the top of the window displaying the price of the product being 
5 configured, a second configuration dialog frame 50 along the left side of the window 
for navigating between different configuration dialogs (e.g., different dialogs for the 
cabin, chassis, engine, transmission, and exhaust of an automobile being configured), 
a third configuration dialog frame 50 along the right side of the window displaying a 
summary of all configuration elements 42 selected thus far, a fourth configuration 
10 dialog frame 50 along the bottom of the window displaying a text description (e.g., 
M associated with a certain configuration choice), and a fifth configuration dialog frame 

?4 50 in the center of the window for the configuration dialog itself (i.e. displaying the 

configuration choices to the user and receiving user input using GUI elements 52). 
Si Connectors 58 stored in configuration API frame 54 will preferably maintain active 

jy] 15 links between properties of configuration elements 42 and target GUI elements 52 

^ regardless of the number of open configuration dialog frames 50. 

iy Parameters determining how GUI elements 52 should be displayed may be 

}^ stored within configuration dialog frame 50, for example, as JavaScript code where 

Q configuration dialog frame 50 is a JSP. For example, a GUI element 52 for receiving 

ru 

20 user input selecting a configuration element 42 may depend on whether the element 
42 is in an OR branch 44 or an AND branch 44 within configuration model 40. One 
or more parameters in configuration dialog frame 50 may specify that if elements 42 
are in an OR branch 44a, then input controls such as radio buttons or drop-down list 
boxes should be displayed to restrict the user from selecting more than one element 

25 42, but if elements 42 are instead in an AND branch 44b, then check boxes should be 
displayed instead. As another example, a GUI element 52 for receiving user input 
selecting a configuration element 42 associated with an OR branch 44a may depend 
on the number of elements 42 available to select. One or more parameters within 
configuration dialog frame 50 may specify that if only two elements 42 are available, 

30 then radio buttons should be displayed, but if at least three elements 42 are available, 
then a drop-down list box should be displayed instead. As yet another example, a 
GUI element 52 for receiving user input selecting a configuration element 42 may 
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depend on the level 46 at which the available element 42 exists within configuration 
model 40. One or more parameters in configuration dialog frame 50 might specify 
that if available elements 42 are at a first level 46a, then a text label should be 
displayed with input controls such as radio buttons or a drop-down list box, but if the 
5 available elements 42 are at a second level 46b, then no text label should be 
displayed. Parameters described above are provided as examples for purposes of 
illustration. The present invention contemplates GUI elements 52 being displayed 
according to any suitable parameters, singly or in any suitable combination, relating to 
product configuration model 40. In one embodiment, subsequent to receiving a 

10 callback from a JavaScript API function in configuration API frame 54 containing 
information as to the one or more configuration choices for which GUI elements 52 
should be drawn, JavaScript code in configuration dialog frame 50 causes appropriate 
GUI elements 52 to be drawn within web browser 20 according to parameters stored 
within configuration dialog frame 50. 

15 Unlike static web pages associated with previous techniques, which must be 

individually generated on the server side using a discrete configuration GUI that is 
closely associated with a configuration engine, certain embodiments of the present 
invention allow web page 18 (including its constituent frames and their components) 
to behave at client system 12 as an active configuration GUI for configuration engine 

20 26. In previous systems, if a configuration model is changed to reflect a real-world 
change (e.g., the unavailability of the sport trim line for a particular make and model 
of automobile in the previous example), a maintainer of the website will be required 
to manually change the configuration GUI associated with the configuration engine 
such that alternatives (e.g., for trim line, reduced from three to two in the previous 

25 example) are presented differently (e.g., using radio buttons instead of a drop-down 
list box) where such a change is desired. This may increase costs associated with 
maintaining the website, delay implementation of changes to the configuration GUI, 
and decrease user satisfaction due to display of less appropriate GUI elements. In 
contrast, in certain embodiments of the present invention, a change to configuration 

30 model 40 may automatically result in corresponding changes to one or more GUI 
elements 52 displayed, according to parameters stored in configuration dialog frame 
50. Thus, if configuration model 40 is changed to reflect a real-world change (e.g., 

DAL01:652975 



ATTORNEY'S DOCKET 
020431.0964 



PATENT APPLICATION 



23 

the unavailability of the sport trim line in the previous example), then a maintainer of 
the website would not be required to manually implement changes (e.g., such that the 
alternatives for trim line would be presented to users using radio buttons instead of a 
drop-down list box). As a result, certain embodiments of the present invention may 
5 decrease costs for maintaining an electronic marketplace or other website, may speed 
implementation of configuration GUI changes, and increase user satisfaction due to 
display of more appropriate GUI elements 52, making the invention well suited for 
modern electronic commerce environments. 

For example, the following JavaScript code in configuration dialog frame 50 
10 may be used to call a JavaScript API function in configuration API frame 54 when 
configuration dialog frame 50 is loaded at web browser 20 to enable the automatic 
generation of GUI elements 52 at runtime: 



<% 
15 /* 

* Calls init function when page is loaded. Init function enables dynamic content from 
configurator to this page. 

V 
%> 

20 <body topmargin= n l " leftmargin =t 'l " onLoad-"addPostHandler(this); 

window. setTimeout('init();\ 200); " onUnLoad- "rem ovePostHandler (this); 
deleteConnection( f AutoUF); "> 

As another example, the following JavaScript code in configuration dialog frame 50 
25 may be used to call a JavaScript API function in configuration API frame to check 
whether any changes to configuration model 40 have occurred that would require one 
or more new GUI elements 52 to be drawn, possibly to replace one or more existing 
GUI elements 52: 

30 <% 

/* 

* Check if there are dynamic changes in configuration model (i.e added or removed boxes) 
so that UI must be redrawn 

V 

35 %> 

function autorefreshQ 

{ 

iff isDynamicChanges () ) 

{ 
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var params = getAutoUIParameters(); 
setPageNoScroll(params.currentPage); 

} 

} 

In one embodiment, hidden configuration data frame 56 of web page 18 is 
used to communicate HTTP or other requests from client system 12 to server system 
14, and to receive corresponding HTTP or other responses from server system 14, in 
response to user input involving one or more GUI elements 52 within configuration 
dialog frame 50. As described more fully in copending U.S. Application Serial No. 
09/948,500, use of configuration data frame 56 (referred to therein as a "messaging 
frame") may allow content displayed in configuration dialog frame 50 to be updated 
in response to such user input automatically without communicating a new web page 
18 in its entirety from server system 14 to client system 12. This may reduce the 
consumed bandwidth since only information needed to update web page 1 8 must be 
communicated over network 16, may decrease flickering or blank displays since web 
browser 20 may update only a portion of configuration dialog frame 50 rather than in 
its entirety, may reduce delay for either of the preceding reasons, and may provide 
one or more other benefits relative to implementations in which updating content of a 
viewable frame requires the viewable frame to itself transmit an HTTP request to 
server system 14 and receive a corresponding HTTP response from server system 14. 
In one embodiment, configuration API frame 54 places form data, representing user 
input associated with configuration dialog frame 50, into configuration data frame 56, 
which then posts the form data as an HTTP or other request to server system 14. 
Being hidden from view of a user of client system 12, the configuration data frame 56 
may operate without the knowledge of the user. Although configuration data frame 
56 is described, the present invention does not require configuration data frame 56 to 
be included in the frameset associated with web page 18. For example, configuration 
dialog frame 50 and configuration API frame 54 may perform at least certain 
operations described above whether or not web page 18 includes configuration data 
frame 56. 

Although particular frames of web page 18 have been described in relation to 
particular operations, those skilled in the art will recognize that one or more such 
operations may be performed using other frames or other suitable types of software 
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components. Those skilled in the art will further recognize that certain operations 
described as being performed by a particular frame may, in other embodiments, be 
performed by another described frame or by a frame integrating certain functionality 
associated with two or more described frames. 
5 In operation of system 10, a user associated with a client system 12 provides 

input indicating a desire to begin a product configuration workflow to configure a 
product. In response, web browser 20 of client system 12 communicates an HTTP or 
other request to web server 22 of server system 114, which recognizes the request as a 
request to GUI renderiiig engine 30 and forwards the request to application server 24. 

10 Application server 24 receives the request and invokes GUI rendering engine 30, 
which in turn executes one or more of its process modules 32 to satisfy the request. 
The one or more process modules 32 request configuration data from configuration 
engine 26 using configuration engine API 34. Configuration engine 26 retrieves the 
appropriate configuration data from configuration database 28, representing an initial 

15 state of the configuration, and returns the retrieved configuration data to the one or 
more requesting process modules 32 using configuration engine API 34. After the 
configuration data is appropriately processed at the one or more process modules 32, 
GUI rendering engine 30 determines the view to be displayed to the user to begin the 
configuration workflow, according to the returned configuration data, and generates 

20 an appropriate frameset for web page 18 accordingly. This frameset may include 
configuration dialog frame 50, configuration API frame 54, and configuration data 
frame 56. Application server 24 communicates the frameset for web page 18 to web 
server 22, which communicates each frame to web browser 20 as an HTTP or other 
response to the HTTP or other request initially received from web browser 20. The 

25 frames are then loaded within web browser 20, substantially simultaneously or in any 
appropriate order. 

In one embodiment, when loaded at web browser 20, configuration dialog 
frame 50 includes JavaScript code representing parameters that determine how GUI 
elements 52 should be displayed and JavaScript code used for calling JavaScript API 
30 functions within configuration API frame 54. Configuration API frame 54 includes 
configuration data representing the initial state of the configuration and JavaScript 
API functions that may be called to perform various operations. Configuration data 
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frame 56 is initially empty. When configuration dialog frame 50 is loaded at web 
browser 20, JavaScript code within configuration dialog frame 50 calls one or more 
JavaScript API functions in configuration API frame 54 to determine the one or more 
configuration choices for which GUI elements 52 need to be displayed. A called 
5 JavaScript API function in configuration API frame 54 accesses configuration data 
within configuration API frame 54, representing the initial state of the configuration, 
and determines the configuration choices for which GUI elements 52 need to be 
displayed. The JavaScript API function makes a callback to the calling JavaScript 
code in the configuration dialog frame 50, requesting configuration dialog frame 50 to 

10 draw a GUI element 52 for each appropriate configuration choice. Configuration 
dialog frame 50 may determine how GUI elements 52 associated with configuration 
choices should be drawn according to the parameters stored in configuration dialog 
frame 50, The same or different JavaScript code in configuration dialog frame 50 
may then draw the appropriate GUI elements 52 for display, possibly creating one or 

15 more, or reusing one or more existing, DHTML layers. Thus, in one embodiment, 
GUI elements 52 to be displayed are generated automatically at runtime at client 
system 12 according to parameters stored within configuration dialog frame 50 and 
configuration data stored within configuration API frame 54 representing the initial 
state of the configuration. 

20 In one embodiment, when a configuration workflow is initiated, appropriate 

GUI elements 52 are automatically generated to reflect the underlying configuration 
model 40, even if configuration model 40 has changed since a previous configuration 
workflow was initiated for the same or a different user. As just an example, assume 
that the number of configuration elements 42 available for selection in connection 

25 with a particular configuration choice for a first configuration workflow is three, and 
that the GUI element 52 corresponding to that configuration choice is automatically 
generated and drawn as a drop-down list box in the manner described above. Next 
assume that configuration model 40 is changed, according to a business need or for 
any other reason, such that the number of configuration elements 42 available for 

30 selection in connection with that configuration choice decreases from three to two. In 
one embodiment, if a second configuration workflow is initiated following the change 
to configuration model 40, and if the parameters stored in configuration dialog frame 
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50 specify that three or more available alternatives are to be presented using a drop- 
down list box but two available alternatives are instead to be presented using radio 
buttons, then the GUI element 52 corresponding to that configuration choice is 
automatically generated and drawn as a radio button instead of a drop-down list box. 
5 This may provide certain technical advantages over previous techniques, in which a 
configuration GUI must be manually changed to reflect configuration model changes 
if more appropriate GUI elements 52 are to be displayed, especially where changes to 
configuration model 40 occur frequently. 

After suitable GUI elements 52 are generated for display, configuration API 
10 frame 54 may create suitable connectors 58 for GUI elements 52. JavaScript code in 
IU configuration dialog frame 50 may call one or more JavaScript API functions within 

S configuration API frame 54 to create connectors 58. The calling JavaScript code in 

-if configuration dialog frame 50 for generating GUI elements 52 may be the same as or 

Sj different than, in whole or in part, the calling JavaScript code in configuration dialog 

[TV 15 frame 50 for creating connectors 58. One or more called JavaScript API functions 

used for generating GUI elements 52 may be the same as or different than, in whole 
fjj or in part, one or more called JavaScript API functions for creating connectors 58. 

; Y - Although JavaScript code and JavaScript API functions are primarily described, the 

Cl present invention contemplates any appropriate components in configuration dialog 

fij 

20 frame 50 and configuration API frame 54 to provide the described functionality. 

At any time during the configuration workflow, the user may provide input 
indicating a configuration selection associated with a particular GUI element 52. In 
response, in one embodiment, JavaScript code within configuration dialog frame 50 
associated with GUI element 52 calls an appropriate JavaScript API function within 

25 configuration API frame 54, indicating the user selection (or de- selection). The called 
JavaScript API function prepares a suitable representation of the user selection and 
inserts the representation into configuration data frame 56. Configuration data frame 
56 posts an HTTP or other request to web server 22 of server system 14. Suitable 
components of server system 14 retrieve and return appropriate configuration data, 

30 reflecting the updated state of the configuration, to the web server 22 in the manner 
described above. Web server 22 posts an HTTP or other response to configuration 
data frame 56 located at client system 12. The response from server system 14 may 
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include JavaScript or any other suitable code that represents the configuration data 
and can be automatically executed by configuration API frame 54 to update the 
configuration choices associated with one or more GUI elements 52. As described 
more fully above, using hidden configuration data frame 56 for communication with 
5 server system 14, rather than a viewable configuration dialog frame 50, may provide 
technical advantages. 

Upon receiving the response from server system 14, configuration data frame 
56 provides the returned configuration data to configuration API frame 54. In one 
embodiment, configuration data frame 56 automatically executes JavaScript code in 

10 the response that calls one or more JavaScript API functions in configuration API 
frame 54 to process the configuration data. A called JavaScript API function stores 
the configuration data within configuration API frame 54, thereby updating the state 
of the configuration on the client side. The same or a different called JavaScript API 
function may also determine one or more configuration choices associated with the 

15 configuration data for which one or more GUI elements 52 need to be updated. 
JavaScript code in the response received from server system 14 may include a 
JavaScript array identifying configuration choices (reflected in specified configuration 
elements 42 or otherwise) for which GUI elements 52 need to be updated. In this 
case, the called JavaScript function in configuration API frame 54 may traverse the 

20 array, configuration choice by configuration choice, to determine the GUI elements 
52 to be updated. Although JavaScript and JavaScript arrays are described, the 
present invention contemplates any appropriate code that can be automatically 
executed at client system 12 when received. 

The same or a different called JavaScript API function in configuration API 

25 frame 54 may use previously created connectors 58 for the appropriate configuration 
elements 42 to update their corresponding target GUI elements 52. User input with 
respect to a GUI element 52, such as user input selecting one of multiple alternative 
configuration elements 42, may affect not only a GUI element 52 for the selected 
configuration element 42 but additionally possibly one or more other GUI elements 

30 52 for one or more other configuration elements 42. As just an example, one or more 
configuration choices may be disabled based on the selection such that visibility 
properties for associated configuration elements 42 are changed (e.g., from "visible" 
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to "not visible") and the corresponding GUI elements 52 will be hidden. As another 
example, one or more configuration choices may be enabled based on the selection 
such that visibility properties for associated configuration elements 42 are changed 
(e.g., from "not visible" to "visible") and the corresponding GUI elements 52 will be 
5 displayed. As another example, one or more name, description, state, price, or other 
properties for each of one or more configuration elements 42 may be changed based 
on the selection and the corresponding GUI elements 52 changed accordingly. These 
are merely examples for purposes of illustration; the present invention contemplates 
any suitable changes. 

10 FIGURE 4 illustrates an example method incorporating the use of connectors 

to automatically update GUI elements 52 at a client system 12 according to an 
updated state of a configuration, which may be a product configuration in one 
embodiment. The method begins at step 100, where a user associated with a client 
system 12 provides input indicating a desire to begin a product configuration 

15 workflow. In response, at step 102, web browser 20 of client system 12 
communicates an HTTP or other request to web server 22 of server system 114. At 
step 104, server system 14 processes the request in the manner described above to 
generate an appropriate frameset for web page 18. In one embodiment, this frameset 
includes configuration dialog frame 50, configuration API frame 54, and 

20 configuration data frame 56. At step 106, web server 22 communicates each frame to 
web browser 20 of client system 12 as an HTTP or other response to the HTTP or 
other request initially received from web browser 20. At step 108, the frames are 
loaded in web browser 20, substantially simultaneously or in any suitable order. 

In one embodiment, at step 110, JavaScript or other code in configuration 

25 dialog frame 50 calls one or more JavaScript API or other functions in configuration 
API frame 54 to determine the one or more configuration choices for which GUI 
elements 52 are to be displayed. At step 112, a called function in configuration API 
frame 54 accesses configuration data in configuration API frame 54, representing the 
initial state of the configuration, and determines these configuration choices. At step 

30 114, the called function makes a callback to the calling code in configuration dialog 
frame 50, requesting configuration dialog frame 50 to draw a GUI element 52 for 
each appropriate configuration choice. At step 116, the same or different code in 
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configuration dialog frame 50 determines how the GUI elements 52 associated with 
these configuration choices should be drawn according to the parameters stored in 
configuration dialog frame 50. The same or different code in configuration dialog 
frame 50 may then draw the appropriate GUI elements 52 for display at step 118, 
5 possibly using one or more DHTML layers. Accordingly, in one embodiment, GUI 
elements 52 to be displayed are generated automatically, at runtime, at client system 
12 according to parameters stored in configuration dialog frame 50 and configuration 
data stored within configuration API frame 54 representing the initial state of the 
configuration. 

10 After suitable GUI elements 52 are generated for display, configuration API 

frame 54 may create connectors 58 for GUI elements 52. In one embodiment, at step 
120, JavaScript or other code in configuration dialog frame 50 may call one or more 
JavaScript API or other functions in configuration API frame 54 to create connectors 
58. In response, at step 122, one or more called function in configuration API frame 

15 create appropriate connectors 58. Although creation of connectors 58 is described, 
the present invention contemplates automatic generation of GUI elements 52 with or 
without creation of associated connectors 58 as described herein. Conversely, the 
present invention also contemplates creation of connectors 58 between properties of 
configuration elements 42 and target GUI elements 52 whether or not GUI elements 

20 52 are automatically generated as described herein. 

At any time during the configuration workflow, the user may provide input 
indicating a configuration selection (or de-selection) associated with a particular GUI 
element 52 at step 124. In one embodiment, at step 126, JavaScript or other code in 
configuration dialog frame 50 associated with GUI element 52 calls an appropriate 

25 JavaScript API or other function within configuration API frame 54 at step 126 to 
indicate the user selection. At step 128, the called function prepares and inserts a 
representation of the user selection into configuration data frame 56, which then posts 
an HTTP or other request to web server 22 of server system 14 at step 130. Suitable 
components of server system 14 process the request at step 132 to retrieve appropriate 

30 configuration data reflecting the updated state of the configuration. At step 134, web 
server 22 posts an HTTP or other response to configuration data frame 56 located at 
client system 12. The response from server system 14 may include JavaScript or any 
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other suitable code that represents the configuration data and can be automatically 
executed by configuration API frame 54 to update configuration choices associated 
with one or more GUI elements 52. Although hidden configuration data frame 56 is 
described and is preferably used in certain embodiments, hidden configuration frame 

5 56 is not necessarily required to practice the present invention. 

Upon receiving the response from server system 14, configuration data frame 
56 provides the returned configuration data to configuration API frame 54. In one 
embodiment, at step 136, configuration data frame 56 automatically executes suitable 
JavaScript or other code in the response to call one or more JavaScript API or other 

10 functions in configuration API frame 54 to process the returned configuration data. 
At step 138, a called function stores the returned configuration data in configuration 
API frame 54, thereby updating the state of the configuration on the client side. At 
step 140, the same or a different called function may also determine one or more 
configuration choices associated with the configuration data for which one or more 

15 GUI elements 52 need to be updated. At step 142, the same or a different called 
function in configuration API frame 54 may use previously created connectors 58 for 
appropriate configuration elements 42 to update corresponding target GUI elements 
52. The present invention contemplates updating target GUI elements 52 in a single 
or multiple configuration dialog frames 50. If the configuration workflow is not yet 

20 completed at step 144, the method returns to step 124 where the user may provide 
further input indicating a configuration selection (or de-selection). Otherwise, if the 
configuration workflow is complete at step 144, the method ends. 

Although the present invention has been described with several embodiments, 
a plethora of changes, substitutions, variations, alterations, and modifications may be 

25 suggested to one skilled in the art, and it is intended that the invention encompass all 
such changes, substitutions, variations, alterations, and modifications as fall within the 
spirit and scope of the appended claims. 
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